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I have – through the years – come to recognize the ways in which I am influenced by external forces.  Most often these forces were accepted without question.  If my Dad, for example, said that truck drivers were the best drivers on the road and that they could be trusted, I accepted that as a rule that could be followed without question.  (My Dad, by the way, was a truck driver.  So he might have been just a little bit biased.)

There were other forces at work too.  The atmosphere in which I lived included an understanding of our Catholic Religion that focused primarily upon control and fear.  I readily accepted, for instance, that if I ate meat on a Friday my soul was in danger of being sent to hell.


The boundaries that these outside influences imposed upon me also provided me with a rather clear path.  I knew what was right and what was wrong.  Life was uncomplicated even though life was often frightening too.  I was convinced, however, that as long as I kept the rules, I had a shot at being found acceptable by God.

Knowing the rules and keeping the rules are important developmental instruments.  They ground us and offer us a somewhat consistent perspective.  They also provide us with something against which we can struggle.  They are like the protective egg shell in which many animals find themselves.  Then, a struggle ensues to break free from the protective covering… a struggle that is necessary for life and growth to continue.

Life has a way of telling us that we need to come forth from the protected world that fixed rules provide us.  The loudest messages come from our experiencing a moment when the rules fail us, or when we discover that following the rules prevents us from being grateful and being healed or made whole.

Naaman, in our first reading from the Second Book of Kings, is someone who follows the rules.  When the prophet, Elisha, doesn’t follow the rules by which Naaman lives, the army commander is outraged and cannot accept the instructions that Elisha gives.  The external rules in which he finds protection limit what Naaman can accept, and it is only when he struggles against them that he becomes receptive to healing and later gratitude.

The same is true for the lepers who Jesus heals in today’s Gospel story from Luke.  The only one who has struggled against the rules and has broken free of the rules is the Samaritan.  He alone is free to experience healing and express gratitude.  The other nine (who are not bad people) are too influenced by their Jewish Religion and by their compulsion to fulfill the rules.  They, as a result, fail to experience the elation of their being healing and have no feeling of gratitude.

Rules are necessary and good.  They, like the egg shell, provide us with protection and something against which we can struggle so as to come to a freedom that at times feels dangerous.  It is only by our willingness to struggle against and exert the effort to break through the protective covering of rules that we can experience the elation of being healed, and the gratitude of being fully live.
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